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This inquiry seeks to establish that the process of commons-enclosure taking place
in 14th-16th century also Europe required an “enclosure” of the female* body,
which was carried out by introducing radically novel conceptions of debt. The dual
processes of bodily dispossession and debt imposition acted as a single force which
is paradoxically the origin and effect of capitalist accumulation. This process
began in Europe during the period of “transition” between feudalism and
capitalism, but has remained an essential component of capitalist accumulation
through contemporary globalization.
In his book, Capital, Volume I [1867], author Karl Marx (1967, Vol. 1, 525)
developed his understanding of primitive accumulation, And he developed his
perspective though a discourse with writings of Adam Smith, who first
acknowledged that capitalism could not have developed without a “previous
accumulation” of capital by those who would use it to monopolize ownership of
the means of production. While Marx did not dispute this point, he departed from
Smith by asserting that wealth aggregation was not the hard-won byproduct of an
individual’s ascetic devotion to work, savings, or austere lifestyle choices. Instead,
he saw it as a consequence of dispossessing workers from the means of production
and the fruits of their labor. In Capital Vol. 1, Marx (1967, 525) went on to identify
primitive accumulation as a specific social and economic restructuring process
which occurred in Europe between the 14th-16th centuries. Sylvia Federici
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([2001], 2014, 62) notes that this process was initiated by the European ruling
classes in response to the tremendous proletarian gains occurring between 13501500, which resulted in a breakdown of the feudal system and an unprecedented
high standard of life for the peasantry.
David Harvey expands upon Marx’s thinking by reimagining primitive
accumulation as a dynamic and ongoing process—one which must constantly seek
new frontiers of human and resource exploitation in accordance with capital’s logic
of infinite growth. To this end, its agents deploy a sophisticated arsenal of tools
including violence, legal and financial instruments. Harvey (2003, 137) terms this
process accumulation by dispossession. Federici takes this a step further, offering
the perspective that the appearance of commons-enclosure, primitive
accumulation, and the proletariat class itself required the “enclosure” of the female
body. She explains that the robust collective power of the peasantry between 13501500, particularly in conjunction with the massive depopulation following the
black plague, led to a labor shortage which yielded tremendous leverage to workers
who could now demand high market rates for their wages. For the ruling classes, it
became clear that controlling the reproductive output of the bodies which produced
workers was essential to controlling the labor pool itself. In many cases, policies
were enacted by governments to increase birthrates and create a steady labor glut.
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This ensured low wages and a high rate of wealth accumulation by creating what
Marx (1967, 442) would later call an industrial reserve army.
Federici (2014, 12) explains that this crucial perspective is missing from
both Marx’s and Harvey’s analyses of primitive accumulation, which focus
primarily on the advent of wage labor and commodity production. Federici (2014,
14) examines primitive accumulation from the perspective of its changes to the
production of labor power—which is to say, the extent to which it required women
to perform unpaid domestic labor, relinquish control of their bodies, and produce
as many offspring as possible. She also explores the mystification of care and
domestic work, which were reclassified as natural resources originating
exclusively from women. This reduced women to a particular biological destiny
and brought about a radical change in the social positions of women.
In Marx’s survey of the mechanisms of primitive accumulation, he identified
debt as one of its most essential tools (Marx, 1967, 535). To fully understand its
significance, this inquiry will first examine how debt, having once existed as a tool
of social cohesion amongst pre-capitalist societies, was used as a bulwark against
the proletarian gains of the late Middle Ages in Europe. It will then examine the
function and process of female bodily dispossession during the larger process of
enclosure in European proto-capitalist economies. Finally, it will seek to establish
that debt played an especially important role in compelling the peasantry of the
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Middle Ages to “police” women into compliance, and that this process remains a
pillar of contemporary globalized capitalism.
*For simplicity, “women” and “female” are used to denote a
particular class of worker. Federici explains that emphasizing
differences between genders, sexes, and sexual identities was part of a
concerted effort to create new classes and divisions within the
peasantry. These divisions, along with the erasure of queer and nonprocreative definitions of sexuality, were critical to the process of
enclosure. It is within this context that these terms are used.

Part I: The Changing Faces of Debt
In Debt: The First 5,000 Years, David Graeber reminds us that debt, prior to
capitalism, was a ubiquitous and cross-cultural function of collective necessity.
Drawing on historical and anthropological research, Graeber (2014, 328) asserts
that informal, interpersonal debt nurtured social cohesion in medieval societies
where pre-industrial production methods necessitated mutual aid and complex gift
economies. Whether pertaining to material goods or abstracted labor, he notes that
every individual played the part of debtor and creditor in virtually all relationships.
Graeber (2014, 334) characterizes this understanding of “debt” as foundational to
community cohesion, relationships, and collective survival. In witnessing debt’s
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rapid transformation from a pro-social practice into a criminal concept during the
reformation, Graeber (2014, 334) concludes that it represented criminalization of
the basic foundations of human sociability.
Contrary to canonic depictions of docile peasantries submitting to
monolithic Christian feudalism, European life during the Middle Ages was
characterized by relentless waves of rebellion and egalitarian movements which
may be considered shockingly radical by today’s standards. Even before the
“transition” from feudalism to capitalism, Federici (2014, 26) argues that there
were persistent intervening pushes toward communalism and against accumulatory
institutions such as corvée labor, money, taxes, and military inscription. Many
movements openly sought to abolish the church and feudalism altogether.
Prior to the acceleration of enclosure policies, the subsistence-based
livelihoods of European peasantries afforded them some measure of leverage when
dealing with landlords. This was because they could feasibly opt to abandon a
particularly tyrannical lord and survive off uninhabited lands; however, the dangers
associated with open and unprotected subsistence were generally severe.
Nevertheless, the ability to simply inhabit and subsist upon open land did enable
peasants to temporarily withhold labor during conflicts with landowners until more
agreeable terms could be negotiated. This proved to be a critical component of
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proletarian success during 1350-1500, in what Marx termed the golden age of the
proletariat.
The improvements to peasant life during this period can partly be attributed
to fierce resistance movements which culminated with a number of mass-scale
rebellions, and partly to the massive depopulation following the bubonic plague.
Graeber (2014, 268) notes that scarce labor power drove up wages, while ruling
entities across the continent proved incapable of freezing wages or tying peasants
back to the manor. Indeed, Federici (2014, 62) cites evidence of a dramatic shift
toward self-sufficiency and away from the feudal estate, with most choosing to
subsist off the commons entirely. She also notes that this period saw rents
significantly decreasing, while the real wage doubled, working days became
shorter, and holidays–according to some sullen landowners–outnumbered working
days. In English Rural Society 1200-1350, J.Z. Titow (1969, 58) asserts that
serfdom in England had “all but disappeared” by this point. According to Federici
(2014, 62), the feudal economy “could not reproduce itself, nor could a capitalist
society evolve from it.” This was because widespread self-sufficiency, enabled by
free access to the commons and bolstered by a regime of high wages, allowed for
what Marx (1967, Vol. 1, 789) described as the “wealth of the people” while
simultaneously precluding any possibility of capitalistic wealth accumulation. The
golden age of the proletariat was, for ruling classes, the crisis of feudalism. In
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response, Europe’s powerholders began ushering in reactionary reforms which
would force the peasantry to previously unknown levels of dependence, described
by Federici (2014, 73), as unparalleled since antiquity. These reforms would also
set the stage for the economic system to which we refer as “capitalism.”
Land privatization—that is, the enclosure of the commons and the
criminalization of free inhabitation of unowned land—was perhaps the most
important development to bring Europe’s peasantry to heel. With the Church
positioned as the greatest singular power in Europe, it is perhaps no surprise that it
quickly became the biggest continental landowner during the 15th century. Led by
the Church and nobility, the feudal system was quickly outpaced by land
privatization. This was supported by an onslaught of religious and legal
reformations which would culminate in the Holy Roman Inquisition. These
reforms rationalized these new levels of subjugation and enclosure as God’s will,
enforcing them under threat of torture, execution, and eternal damnation.
Federici (2014, 71) explains that the commons enabled self-sufficiency and
freedom from feudal servitude. She adds that they were also the social center of
peasant life, encouraging cooperation, social connection, solidarity and collective
decision-making. Given the revolutionary potential this represented, proponents of
the reformation denounced the commons as a source of laziness and disorder.
Social gatherings, games, non-procreative sexuality, music, and other activities
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which promoted social cohesion and pleasure amongst the peasantry were
disparaged as ungodly. Eventually these activities became actively restricted, then
prohibited altogether. Federici (2014, 83) posits that mounting attacks on popular
culture and social connection were concerted attempts to erode solidarity, desocialize and de-collectivize the reproductive capacities of the workforce, while
also limiting leisure time in favor of productive activities. David Graeber (2014,
309) tells us that the dramatic reforms of this period successfully dissolved the
peasantry’s hard-won economic basis in collective prosperity. He notes that these
conditions set the stage for Europe’s passage into what might formally qualify as
“capitalism,” citing the Price Revolution of 1500-1650 as a key event in triggering
this process.
Graeber (2014, 313) asserts that the economic restructuring of this period
was a product of two policies which were enacted to exploit the massive inflation:
first, nobility began requiring all taxes to be paid through fiat metal currency when
metals were exceedingly scarce. Graeber explains that this plunged the peasantry
into poverty, with engineered cycles of debt forcing them to borrow repeatedly
against future harvests. Secondly, the church reversed its position on usury as a
sinful practice. Keeping in mind that the church owned more land than any other
entity, and that newly indebted peasants could no longer pay currency-based taxes
or subsist upon open commons, the church could now effectively return the
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peasantry to a state of perpetual interest-based servitude while maximizing its own
ability to accumulate capital. The ethical cosmologies of debt and usury had
swapped places: usury became a fact of nature, while financial and even existential
debts to God had become states of deviance. Usury and land privatization reflected
the greater cosmic order—and offered peasants a path of redemption through debt
repayment and servitude.
This was no small revision to the Christian doctrine. The naturalization of
usury was justified by the logic that interest—that is, the profit which a lender
could have made if they had put their money towards a traditional, productive
investment—should be compensated to the lender. This was promoted by the
church as a simple reality for any transaction, regardless of the lender’s financial
power or the borrower’s lack thereof. Graeber (2014, 322) asserts that this is when
money stopped functioning as a simple unit of exchange: the growth of all money
was now expected, which meant all money was now capital.
The economic, social, and psychological effects of this shift are difficult to
overstate. Graeber (2014, 323) notes that usury and staunch accounting practices
have been considered “war-like” over the long-span of human history, restricted
primarily to the realms of enemy trade or subjugation of the poor. As this system
of exchange was universalized, so were its alienating effects: with peasants striving
to exploit any profit differential at the expense of their neighbors, the previous
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class antagonisms between nobility and peasantry became obfuscated as it diffused
between members of the lower classes. The hostility and competition which came
to characterize commerce proved to be an isolating force; one might find parallels
with the interpersonal “enclosure” of relationships identified by Federici during the
initial privatization of the commons.
Once this definition of capitalism had taken hold, inescapable debt cycles
came to be accepted as a fact of life. Poverty was no longer understood to be a
product of surgically applied exploitation, but a consequence of inscrutable market
forces, individual moral failings, and a mythology of accumulation in which wealth
was determined by hard work and personal virtue. The collective effect of debt was
still one of proletarian subjugation but shifting blame to the individual eradicated
the basis for a collective resistance to the institution of debt itself.
Besides quelling dissent, the moral codes which were now associated with
debt served to justify its enforcement through brutal techniques. Debtors who
could not make payments endured humiliation, mutilation, torture, and risked
being sold into slavery by their creditors. Graeber (2014, 324) notes that this is the
period during which Hobbes would characterize human nature as a war of “all
against all,” setting the philosophical foundation for Adam Smith’s economic
theory of rational self-interest. Graeber (322, 2014) asserts that “rational selfinterest,” having emerged from these conditions, is rooted in the puritanical
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assumption that we are all sinners. Thus, the belief that we are deserving of the
punishments we endure, while simultaneously vindicated in the punishments we
inflict upon others, came to influence virtually every realm of human interaction.
We can look to Michele Foucault to better understand the psychological
mechanisms of control which enabled collective acceptance of the debt regime. In
The Birth of Biopolitics, Foucault ([1978], 2008, 296) identified the rise of “civil
society” in the 18th century as a means of reconciling the contradictions between
an antisocial economic system and its prosocial human subjects. In The Making of
the Indebted Man, Maurizio Lazzarato ([2011], 2012, 127) contextualizes
Foucault’s observations to the contemporary global debt system by asserting that
Foucault’s “civil society” represented a psychological shift from a society of social
rights to one of social debts. For Lazzarato (2012, 62) the corollary to this
observation is that the fundamental power of debt lies in its ability to manufacture
new forms of subjectivity. While Foucault and Lazzarato locate the origin of this
shift to the 18th century, I believe that it is well-exemplified in Graeber and
Federici’s accounts of 15th-century enclosure. Without the appearance of a new
subjectivity in which social acceptance was contingent upon the status of one’s
various debts, it is difficult to imagine how the once-thriving peasantry of 14thcentury Europe could submit to an economic system in which their powerful
collective solidarity was reduced to hostile individualism and poverty.
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Graeber (2014, 364) nicely summarizes this sentiment: “The story of the
origins of capitalism is not the story of the gradual destruction of communities by
impersonal market, but the story of how an economy of credit was converted into
an economy of interest, of the gradual transformation of moral networks by the
intrusion of the oppressive power of the state”

2. Enclosure of the body
So far, the story goes roughly like this: a conniving nobility exploits a
massive inflation crisis and imposes taxation policies which are impossible to
fulfill, thereby artificially manufacturing a “debt crisis” which drags the peasantry
from its most egalitarian and high-quality of life to its most miserable state of
poverty since antiquity. Whereas previous generations were able to subsist off the
commons during similar periods of tyranny, the privatization of the commons
meant that the church and nobility now owned the means of existence, legally
barring any alternative to debt peonage. But even considering the chilling effects of
the reformation—its isolation tactics, erosion of cohesion and solidarity, its attack
on popular culture, and the obfuscation of the origins of debt and who controls it—
how was it that enclosure laws came to be respected and debt peonage accepted by
a peasantry which had spent centuries in states of violent rebellion against arguably
less extreme power structures?
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Federici (2014, 68) makes the point that although the “transition to
capitalism” in Europe is complex, it is generally traced to two key developments:
primitive accumulation and the Price Revolution. While these were important, she
asserts that they were not in themselves sufficient to “produce a self-sustaining
process of proletarianization;” that is, an enduring market discipline needed to
reshape the psyche of the peasantry in order for it to accept and also replicate the
capitalistic systems which depended upon their own exploitation. We have
established that components of this market discipline may have included
something similar to Lazzarato’s account of debt subjectivity, and the
implementation of usury as a force of obfuscation and decollectivization as
described by Graeber. But for Federici, capitalism was only possible if the
interpersonal fractures induced by these mounting pressures were fully actualized
in the form of a split; that is, the creation of a new underclass within the peasantry.
It was not simply a matter of preexisting religious or cultural prejudices which
rendered women the most obvious category for this purpose, but the nature of
enclosure itself.
Feudal production systems, having originated at the estate, required
relatively little division of labor based on gender. The farm and the domicile were
a roughly continuous site of production, meaning reproductive labor and
productive labor were not strictly distinct from one-another, and generally shared
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between sexes. With the advent of industrial wage labor and criminalization of
subsistence, however, workers often needed to leave the home to work. Women
were now fully restricted to domestic and care labor based on their reproductive
capacities; men were now wage-earners. Federici (2014, 74) explains that value
was redefined as productive labor which creates wealth for owners. Reproductive
and domestic labor did not disappear as it became devalued and rendered invisible
and naturalized. These productive capacities, once shared among all members of
the community, were now being performed free of compensation.
This was a tremendous boon for bosses and elites, who could now demand
greater time investments from a male workforce whose families and communities
did not require them to be so deeply integrated into their everyday lives. This
division had far-reaching effects, including the intensification of gender roles. In
Witches, Witch-Hunting and Witchcraft, Federici (2018, 40) reminds us that the delegitimation and naturalization of uncompensated “women’s work” brought about
a uniquely patriarchal husband-wife relationship characterized by monogamy,
profound submission, and isolation of the wife and offspring as the husband’s
property; that is, it began to look more like the relationship between a boss and a
worker. It is apparent that the domestic servitude of women was essential to the
success of capitalist accumulation, but Federici asserts there was a final
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component: the enclosure of women’s bodies and control over their reproductive
systems.

The Importance of Bio-Power
The proletariat’s “golden age” between 1350-1500 had made it abundantly clear to
the ruling classes that a low-population workforce was incompatible with its goals.
As Federici (2014, 75) explains, the labor scarcity of this period gave way to
heightened bargaining power, low poverty, high wages, strong social bonds, and
effective solidarity against worker exploitation. In other words: Europe's elite had
learned that a workforce which could control its own reproduction according to
economic conditions was antithetical to wealth accumulation. In The History of
Sexuality, Foucault ([1978], 1990, 141) identifies the relationship between
population and Victorian-era capital accumulation as bio-power; however, Federici
(2014, 86) suggests that bio-power policies first appeared during the economic
transitions of the 16th century. In addition to what she describes as the “welldocumented” development of expansionist population theories of this era, Federici
(2014, 86) notes that it was not until 1588–when the rise of the era of
Merchantilism coincided with the Holy Roman Inquisition–that Pope Sixtus V
criminalized abortion and birth control. With this came the criminalization of nonprocreative sex, homosexuality, prostitution, and sodomy. Federici (2014, 48)
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notes that rape of proletarian women was decriminalized and actively encouraged
in many parts of Europe. Her research suggests that these waves of concomitant
misogynistic policies were state-sanctioned bids to naturalize the status of women
as procreative objects, undermine the proletarian gains of previous centuries, and
endow the male workforce with a sense of power and supremacy. As male peasants
lost their autonomy due to land enclosure and elite accumulation, they were
simultaneously “accumulating” power, relative status, exclusive access to the
formal economy, and the bodily possession of peasant women.

Heretics
We have established that the “transition” to capitalism coincided with the
puritanical reforms and Holy Roman Inquisition of the mid-16th century, and that
these changes resulted in wealth accumulation which benefitted Europe's elite.
Federici (2014, 34) tells us that this economic restructuring was not a neutral sideeffect of the church's anti-heretical efforts; nor was the anti-heretical basis of the
inquisition intended to rid Europe of satanic influences or witchcraft per se. On the
contrary: though popular heresy came to be maligned as synonymous with
satanism, she asserts that it was the main vehicle through which the medieval
proletariat agitated and organized for alternatives to feudal rule, the money
economy, and the corruption of the church. Federici (2014, 32) compares heretical
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movements to modern-day “liberation theology,” noting that heretical women
generally held high or equal status to men, while conceptions of property, work,
and reproduction were asserted in radically egalitarian terms.** Many heretical
movements were rooted in Christian ideals which rejected the church as corrupt
and no longer representative of God. As heresy came to be associated with
resistance to capitalism and church corruption, so too did resistant women come to
be known as heretics. The Holy Roman Inquisition, mounted in response to the
growth of heresy, was therefore an apparatus of state violence which enforced the
process of proletarianization. Its particular emphasis on the subjugation of women
was due to the division of labor which emerged with the advent of the wage,
putting women in a unique position to reproduce the workforce to such a scale that
would enable the creation of capitalism.
With all of this in mind, Federici's (2014, 63) primary conclusion can be
summarized as follows: primitive accumulation was not limited to the physical
accumulation of wealth, but the accumulation of differences and divisions within
the working class, enforced by widespread torture, dispossession and genocide.
From here, hierarchies built on gender, race, and age became constitutive of class
rule and the formation of the modern proletariat. Federici (2018, 71) further
asserts–with some serious limitations–that male "accumulation" of power over
women was equally important to the success of capitalism as the proletarianization
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of European workers, the transatlantic slave trade, and indigenous genocide in the
Americas.
**It is important to note that peasant revolts and liberation movements
should not be idealized; while many were egalitarian, others were
misogynistic, antisemitic, homophobic, etc. Divisions did not
suddenly appear with enclosure and capital accumulation, but these
processes did exploit and intensify existing antagonisms.

3. Debt and Enclosures
It is difficult to imagine the apocalyptic changes experienced by the peasantry
during the process of proletarianization. Generally speaking, the reading of
Graeber and Federici would suggest that this process involved:
1. The oppressive intrusion of state powers into interpersonal moral
networks;
2. The transformation of an economy of credit into an economy of
interest;
3. The creation of a distinct female class which was tasked with
providing free and unlimited bio-power to build the labor force.
From here, it is worth examining the extent to which the first point affected the
latter two points; that is, the extent to which state intervention could produce new
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moral subjectivities in which the peasantry would police itself into compliance
with a new debt regime while also demanding extreme female servility.

Primordial Debts
We can make use of primordial debt theory to explain the moral dimensions of this
process. Graeber (2014, 136) describes this theory as based upon the assumption
that all individuals carry some degree of unquantifiable indebtedness which is
impossible to repay. This may include debts to one’s parents for raising them to
adulthood, a neighbor who helps their friend find a well-paying job, or God for
creating one’s soul and giving it life. Civil society, Graeber (2014, 58) argues, is
composed of these infinite and unpayable debts—with the corollary that we are all
in some state of intractable delinquency. If the role of medieval kings was to act as
mediators between human society and the governing powers of the universe, this
suggests that they had taken on the burden of enforcing our collective debts to
God. This is the cosmology upon which medieval proto-capitalism was built;
however, it was not until the legalization of debt and usury among commoners that
peasants had incentive to enforce it in their own communities. In other words: the
proletariat classes largely stopped resisting capitalist accumulation when they were
given the opportunity to profit from it themselves.
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If one accepts the economic theories behind medieval female subjugation as
described by Federici, they can then apply Graeber’s thoughts on primordial debt
theory to understand why women, possessing both tremendous reproductive capital
and the lion’s share of existential debt for “original sin,” were easily placed at the
bottom of the hierarchy when capitalism began to emerge. Even as the lowliest
male peasant suffered grueling exploitation from his former brethren, he could still
“accumulate” some degree of power over the bodies and labor of proletariat
women.

Debt Enforcement
The extension of interest-based credit from wealthy to landless peasants proved to
be a powerful means of accumulating wealth. Owing to this, the enforcement of
repayment was generally brutal. Disfigurement, execution, imprisonment, and
enslavement were some of the penalties Graeber (2014, 325) lists as commonplace
for delinquent debtors during the 16th century. The widespread exclusion of
women from the formal economy made them uniquely vulnerable to predatory
creditors; however, even beyond the realm of material debt records was a woman’s
unfathomable debts to God and the hierarchy of men above her. But what of the
women who resisted the terms of these primordial debts? Immaterial indebtedness
lended itself to mystified punishments; thus noncompliant women were
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systematically subdued through what Federici (2018, 32) calls the most “massive,
internationally organized, legally approved, religiously blessed assault on
[women’s] bodies” in history: the medieval witch hunt.
As regimes of primitive accumulation advanced, the male peasantry had
clear and increasing incentives to police the “enclosure” of female bodies. It is
worth noting that despite the witch hunt’s religious origins, the prosecution of
“witches” throughout the medieval era was generally not beholden to any
particular institution. Lay-authorities and ordinary citizens were thus effectively
free to execute any woman who resisted economic marginalization, utilized
methods of birth control, or carried out any activity which might conflict with her
own productive capacities. Property rights and other valuables were typically
confiscated by accusers following the execution of wealthier women, which
Federici (2018, 61) sees as further evidence that witch burnings were economically
motivated.

“The Burning Times Never Ended”
Witch hunts were not endemic to medieval Europe. In Re-enchanting the World:
Feminism and the Politics of the Commons, Federici (2019, 37) examines
contemporary examples of witch-hunting in Western Africa and parts of the Global
South. She finds that they arise in conditions which appear similar to those found
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in Medieval Europe: transitional economies, fundamentalist religions, and
infrastructures which fail to support non-value-producing individuals such as
children, the disabled, or single mothers. While the profile of contemporary
“witches” may vary between cultures, the accused is typically an individual who
puts a strain on local resources or otherwise impedes economic growth. If there are
indeed similarities between contemporary and heretical “witches,” we may be
remiss in remembering Europe’s witch hunts as a bizarre but distant moment in
history. The reading of Federici’s work would suggest that ignoring the economic
importance of medieval witch hunts serves to obfuscate an important component of
accumulation by dispossession which is still in effect to this day.
In A Feminist Reading of Debt, coauthors Lucí Cavallero and Verónica
Gago offer sobering perspectives on the relationships between women and debt
under forms of neoliberal capitalism. Debt, according to Cavallero and Gago
(2021, 6) provides basic infrastructure for life. It is aggregated when a child is
born, a home is purchased, or when one is “faced with emergencies and confronted
by the loss of other support networks.” Cavallero and Gago (2021, 35) also
understand debt as a tool of obedience which creates a permanent state of
prevarication in its subjects. Single mothers, working in the realms of productive
and reproductive labor, are particularly vulnerable to debt precarization.

22

Cavallero and Gago (2021, 15) adhere to the theory that there is a valuation
hierarchy between productive and reproductive forms of labor within capitalism.
The devaluation of reproductive work seeks to link sexual biology to moral
obligation, thus rendering the labor of single mothers both compulsory and deviant.
Single mothers are thus subject to a peculiar moral inversion where poverty is
“punishment” for their extensive and unwaged reproductive labors, and those who
seek state assistance are frequently derided as “welfare queens.” In reading
Federici, it is tempting to draw parallels between “deviant” welfare recipients and
the “deviant” heretics who subsisted off the medieval commons: both experience
barriers or exclusion from the formal workforce, forcing them to accrue debts,
which in turn brings them under control of the economy. Subsisting from “the
commons”–whether this consists of land or public funds–is characterized as lazy
and immoral by proponents of capitalism. Finally, reproductive autonomy is
subject to a strict moral standard wherein reproductive formats which do not serve
the economy are demonized and subject to extreme measures of control.

Conclusion
This inquiry has sought to establish that the process of commons-enclosure in
14th-16th century Europe also required an “enclosure” of the female body and this
was was carried out through the introduction of novel conceptions of debt.
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